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darryl F zanucks brigham young
A film in context
james V

darc

when darryl F zanucks brigham young was first released
in 1940 president heber J grant of the church of jesus christ of

1I
friendmaker
as
picture
a
motion
the
praised
saints
day
latter
the prestigious hollywood studio twentieth century fox had
spent more money on it than most motion pictures made up to that
time its simultaneous premiere in seven theaters in one city still
a world record was preceded by a grand parade down salt lake
citys
cites main street businesses closed 2for the event and the mayor
proclaimed it brigham young day
not all reactions to the film however have been so favorable
A prominent biographer of brigham young called the movie
merely an interesting romance when a more authentic treatment
of brigham youngs life could have made it one of the greatest
epics in the history of the motion picture art 1133 in the 1970s
president spencer W kimball echoed the criticism of past and
present LDS church members he had little use for the films
114
4
portrayal of brigham young as a weak vacillating prophet 154
many members of the church today look at the film with amusement at BYU it has been used to quiz students on historical
inaccuracies indeed in order to view brigham young today one
would either have to tune in to a utah television station during the
july twenty fourth pioneer day commemoration or stay up for a
late night broadcast the film is rarely shown theatrically even in
utah to understand the rise and apparent fall in the films appeal
we must examine it in the context of its time
1

MOVIES IN THE THIRTIES

1930s were a bifurcated decade during most of the
decade america was struggling to emerge from the great depression under franklin D roosevelts
Roosevel
ts new deal programs the last
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three years impacted by international events witnessed a gradual
II the american
preparation for participation in world war 11
motion picture industry was similarly divided but for different
reasons beginning in 1934 the industry finally bowed to public
and especially governmental pressure stemming from as far
back as the 1920s and created the production code administeredA
by the production code administration whose chief leader was
will hays former postmaster general under calvin coolidge
known popularly as the hays office although actually administered during the decade by joseph 1I breen the production
code administration in concert with the major motion picture
producers established an intricate set of requirements prior to
release every film was required to obtain the production code seal
or clearance 5
with over 61 percent of the nation attending each week the
movies appeared to be virtually depression proof schlesinger
observes that in the thirties hollywood possessed the nation it
formed our images and shaped our dreams
the movies were
near the operative center of the nations consciousness they
played an indispensable role in sustaining and stimulating the
national imagination 1166 the enormous popularity of motion
pictures and radio led warren susman to his description of the
thirties as a developing culture of sight and sound that was of
profound importance it increased our self awareness as a culture
it helped create a unity of response and action not previously
possible it made us more susceptible than ever to those who would
mold culture and thought 7
the all pervasive influence of movies might have been what
concerned president heber J grant when he heard in early 1939
that twentieth century fox planned a grand scale movie biography of the churche
churchs second and perhaps most colorful leader
mormans had been the
monnons
brigham young 8 up to the late 1930s mormons
object of often cruel caricature in the nations theaters beginning
in 1905 the american mutoscope biograph company had
produced a nickelodeon show entitled A trip to salt lake city
depicting a henpecked polygamous husband trying to give his
many children a drink of water in a jostling pullman car cecil
B demille later a friend of heber J grant and david 0 mckay
was the director general of famous players lasky studio which
in 1917 released A mormon maid a depiction of danite bands
intent on blood atonement and sneering brigham led mormon
9
apostles attempting to add to their utah harems
hares trapped by
mormons
Mor
mons a 1922 british movie prevented from reaching
the cormons
american screens capitalized on imaginative amorous exploits of
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7

mormon missionaries in the british isles portraying them as
10
women
innocent
mesmeric vampires preying on En
englands
glands
even though in the mid thirties the production code strictly
prohibited any ridicule of religious denominations or their clergy
and adherents n some expressed interest in producing motion
pictures based on historical aspects of mormonism 21I such productions were never approved because a depiction of polygamy an
illegal and socially unacceptable practice would necessarily be
involved 131I in efforts to stave off further governmental regulation
of the industry because of its all too frequent depictions of loose
sexuality hollywood studios opted instead for a resurrection of
literary classics such as A tale of two cities 1935 mutiny on the
bounty 1935 and the adventures of robin hood 1938
in the later thirties despite lingering american isolationism
the threat of war abroad began to have its impact on the types of
films produced especially historical films the impact of the war
may cause the spate of period works to increase wrote one feature
writer in the new york times the past whether disrupted or
serene is secure 14 historical movies seemed to comfort viewers
in their feelings of nationalism and patriotism in a world that
appeared to be crumbling there was also a tendency during this
period towards expanding beyond the traditional treatment of
topics as proscribed by the production code regarding holly
woods new approach to potential movie material variety noted
I1

I1

no matterhow
rhow censurable how depressing how likely to tread on the
matter how
matte
toes of political industrial or racial groups they are books and plays
are being dug out and gone over with an entirely different eye than
in the past this liberality is not self engendered in these lookers after
the nations morals one story editor of a major studio declared this
week but merely the reflection of a greater liberality in the mind of
the public itself its not in fact as has been said the movies are
growing up but the american public is growing up 15

nevertheless historical movies of this era were generally not inno
vative
dative fort
Forr
nula reigned supreme 166
formula
BRIGHAM YOUNG

IN THE BEGINNING

idea for brigham young came to darryl zanuck vice
president in charge of production at twentieth century fox from
junior writer eleanor harris her twenty eight page treatment
entitled prophets of empire submitted to zanuck through executive producer kenneth macgowan in may 1938 began with raids
on nauvoo citizens the assassination of joseph smith and the
evacuation of nauvoo her story concluded with the founding of

the
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mormons from the
salt lake city and the seagulls saving the cormons
total ruin of their first crop since the script dealt with brigham

youngs plural wives zanuck knowing the potential difficulties
the production code would pose turned down the suggestion
e d to develop the story on her own time and resubharris continued
continu
contina
mitted it only to receive the same criticism from zanuck the
unfeasibility of portraying polygamy
there is no way that you can conceivably excuse to audiences of the
world the idea of one man having eight or nine bed companions
brigham young has been used as a standard vaudeville joke for
years and it is going to be awfully tough to try to explain to the public
that he slept with more than one woman because of religious or
economic problems 17

sometime in the few months spanning late 1938 and early
march of 1939 a theater owner in kansas with considerable
influence over exhibitors and claiming to have ties to LDS church
monnon story
leaders sent zanuck a nine page treatment of the mormon
this treatment apparently convinced zanuck that such a movie
could be done successfully in spite of the fears over polygamy 18I1
immediately zanucks mind focused on his new project he
assigned eleanor harris and another writer in coxs
foxs employ james
monnon 19 to work up a treatment until a
woolley not now a mormon
big name writer could do the final screenplay two other studio
writers were also temporarily assigned zanuck apparently liked
the writers treatment of polygamy once thought too censurable
and further instructed macgowan
I1

angle should not be ducked to do so would rip all
semblance of authenticity from the story it should be hit hard and
deliberately to make the story of brigham young and mormonism
and dismiss or timidly handle polygamy would be like making
alevander
alexander graham bell without the telephone jesse james without guns or a columbia picture without director frank capra
fifty percent of the young potential audience would go to see the
picture hoping to be able to nudge their companions and giggle a bit
over their own knowledge of pornographic implications to deny
them this would be to cheat them defraud them of something
311
20
savory 211

the polygamy

zanuck became cautious again about the sporys
storys approach to
polygamy particularly after reading a letter sent to sidney kent
president of fox by president heber J grant who had read the
announcement of the film in the newspapers president grant
indicated that he was ready and willing to offer assistance to the
studio if only to avoid another slanderous hollywood fiction
alization
aliza tion
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where an historical character has been so colorful as was brigham
young and where so much lurid untruth has been written about such
an one it is not always easy to get at the exact truth which underlies
his life truth which such a company as your own would wish to
flim 21
have at its disposal before making a film

president grant also sent a
letter to will hays whom grant had invited to salt lake city in
1918 to sell war bonds when hays was an official of president
Wil
not at
sons liberty loan drive grant confessed that he was 14not
wilsons
vilsons
all sure as to how you are really connected to the production of
pictures but thought that hayss
dayss

the same day he wrote to kent

high sense of justice and fair play will see to it that the slanders and
vilifications of the past are not dished out again to a public that is
sometimes not very discriminating and that is too frequently receptive and even gullible in the matter of unsavory and sensational
stories however baseless they may be 22

in a return letter hays assured president grant that twentieth
century fox had a high reputation and that kent and zanuck would
23
receive his suggestions with sympathy 1123
meanwhile it was decided that louis bromfield a novelist of
note at that time would write the original story on which the script
would be based bromfield whose pulitzer prize winning novel
the rains came 1937 became a hit zanuck film in 1939 starring
21
tyrone power was a logical choice 24
VARDIS FISHER AND CHILDREN OF GOD

while bromfield was on his way by train from ohio to meet
zanuck in hollywood he read a stack of unsigned book manuscripts in connection with his position as one of three judges for the
harper brothers prize for 1938 39 one of the manuscripts was a
mormons
Mor mons encompassing somewhat the same
lengthy saga of the cormons
period as zanucks new film project the novel which bromfield
judged the winner and persuaded zanuck to buy screen rights to
god by mormon bom
born idahoan vardis fisher who
was children ofgod
of goy
was later judged by alfred kazin to be americas last authentic
novelist of the frontier 25 acknowledged to be the most widely
26
children of god subtitled an american
read of fishers books 1126
epic carried the mormon story from joseph smiths boyhood up
woodruffe 1890 manifesto and the official end of
to wilford woodruffs
plural marriage the book earned considerable praise on its release
cormons as their
carl van doren wrote that it neither exalted the mormons
own pious tradition did nor abused them in the tradition of their
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27
ignorant enemies 1121
it was also criticized in later years for being
god enjoyed prodigious sales
historically inaccurate 28 children ofgod
of goy
upon publication in 1939 and was abridged in two installments in
readers digest in 1940 the alleged connection between this book
and the developing script for brigham young was of great concern
to president grant and his handpicked liaison with the studio elder
john A Widt
soe
widtsoe
Widt soe in a letter critiquing one of the seven major
elder widtsoe
drafts of the screenplay wrote to executive producer macgowan
that children of god was

well written entertaining and often brilliant but that its mixture
of facts and fancy of sober knowledge and imagination of attempts
at fairness and acceptance of exploded myth leaves with the reader
a complete misunderstanding of motives events and accomplishments intended to be an historical novel about mormonism it has
become a biased and incomplete novel about polygamy

elder widtsoe concluded that fishers portraits of joseph smith
and brigham young were caricatures and that the job of
writing the book was too big for the author especially after his
29
series of neurotically impelled writings 1129
even though elder widtsoe kept him apprised of the script
developments president grant expressed frequent concern in his
journal and in correspondence about the potentially unfavorable
influence of fishers book on the films story in august 1939 he
wrote in his journal 1 I thought 1I would buy a copy of it children
god but brother alfred EJ
E bowen said he didnt think it would
ofgod
of goy
10
two
be worth my while to even read it that it is simply rotten 30
months later president grant confided in a letter that 1 I have lived
in fear that perhaps there might be something in the picture that
would be unfavorable to brigham young because of the man who
has been writing the scenario louis bromfield has endorsed a
1131
31
book that 1I think is about as mean as the devil 5531
in late october 1939 president grant J reuben clark
mark
dark
and john A widtsoe journeyed to los angeles for a reading of
the script by lamar trotti president grants journal entry for
27 october records in a hopeful vein that brother clark
oark brother
dark
widtsoe and 1I were well pleased with the script we think there
1112
32
should be slight changes made all of which they agreed to make 1132
god still haunted him
however just three months later children ofgod
of goy
1 I had a miserable nights rest last night 1I didnt get to sleep until
after twelve oclock and then slept only a short time 1I got up and
then went back to bed but couldnt go to sleep I1 felt ashamed of
myself that 1I would allow such a thing as the book children of god
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1I11
I1

Widt soe similarly concerned over
to keep me awake 33 john A widtsoe
the effect fishers novel might have on the script noted to trotti at
the conclusion of a detailed three page critique of one of the script
drafts
mr bromfield who helped adjudge the harper
prize to the indecent book known as children of god was fishers
cormons
Mormons literature needs its will hays also decent
picture of the mormons
I wonder a little if
1

people even in this century cannot be fooled into believing that true
literature blossoms from indecency mans many centuries proves
should
the contrary this however is but a passing expression
you wish to discuss any of these matters with me 1I shall be glad to
run down to los angeles unless you come up here and beard the
14
mormon lions in their own den 34

while president grant and elder widtsoe repudiated the
book weston nordgren writing in the church missionary
publication liahona the elders journal suggested that in spite
of its anti mormon character the book has stirred up considerable
interest in mormon doings which will probably be useful publicity
for the present picture 35 in fact fishers book had little impact on
the final story or characterizations of the film 36
the studio kept in close contact with church representatives
during the production stages only a week after arriving in los
angeles louis bromfield journeyed to st george utah where he
Widt soe who took the novelist on a four day motor
met john A widtsoe
tour through utah in salt lake city bromfield was treated to a
lunch with three then living daughters of brigham young and an
evening organ recital in the tabernacle the pair were joined by
president grant on the last day as they visited emigration canyon
Widt soes diary records as the topic of discussion each day
widtsoes
B young all the way 37
in april 1940 after five full months of work on seven
major revisions of the script brigham young was before the
majorrevisions
cameras for more than two months of extensive shooting mostly
on location in california but also in utah 38 veteran action
director henry hathaway directed the film which included a very
expensive cast of coxs
foxs top stars tyrone power as jonathan
the young mormon scout linda darnell a studio newcomer as
zina the non mormon outsider vincent price recruited from
broadway as joseph smith dean jagger also from the stage as
brigham young the title role that launched a successful hollyBrig hams main wife
wood career mary astor as mary ann brighams
john carradine as porter rockwell veteran movie villain brian
Brighams continual adversary for
donlevy as angus duncan brighams
power and jane darwell who earlier that year had played ma joad
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mormon
monnon
non
zanucks the grapes of wrath as eliza webb a mon
killed by a mob
mobbers
bers bullet nine time academy award winning
robbers
musician alfred newman wrote an atmospheric score that tastefully used the mormon hymns the spirit of god like a fire Is
burning and come come ye saints in key scenes the
finished film nearly two hours long and costing 1485000 was
among the most expensive motion picture made by twentieth
century fox up to that time the subtitle frontiersman was added
in

to attract eastern audiences who might otherwise consider the
movie to be entirely religious see advertising mat illustration 399
REACTIONS

the depictions of polygamy in the movie were brief

limited
to the occasional appearance of four wives of brigham young and
to zina taunting jonathan when he proposes marriage how could
you get to loving one wife more than all of the others in another
brief scene while on their way back to council bluffs for the
remaining settlers porter rockwell and jonathan compute how
large salt lake city would be if every man had a certain number of
wives when jonathan asks how will we get that many women
porter replies oh thats no problem women convert easy time
magazines review summed up the films lack of emphasis on
polygamy when it captioned a studio generated photograph of
dean jagger surrounded by twelve women in pioneer dress with
brigham young only the publicity department gave him his fair
share 40
fox public relations head jason joy journeyed to salt lake
city for a 13 august 1940 private screening for president grant and
his counselors following the screening the salt lake tribune
reported that president grant said 1 I thank darryl F zanuck for a
sympathetic presentation of an immortal story I1 endorse it with
all my heart and have no suggestions to make for any changes
this is one of the greatest days of my life 1I cant say any more than
god bless you 41 the star studded premiere in salt lake city on
23 august seemed to ratify that endorsement zanuck tyrone
power linda darnell
darneil dean jagger louis bromfield and other
dameli
fox dignitaries hosted the seven theater premiere
the national release of brigham young occurred one month
later in new york citys
cites prestigious roxy theatre in los angeles
Francis cos paramount
at graumans chinese theatre and at san franciscos
franciscis
theatre to essentially favorable if not enthusiastic reviews it is
the major picture of the year wrote the critic for the los angeles
times 42 popular movie columnist louella parsons praised it as
1
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the best picture ever to come out ot me 20th century fox studio
and one of the best pictures this reviewer has ever seen 43
brigham young wrote a critic in the los angeles daily news
is one of those rare distinguished motion pictures which makes
up in two hours for every sin of mediocrity committed in
hollywood
it is the best twentieth century fox production
44
since grapes of wrath and a credit to the entire industry 1144
of the
sixty reviews 1I have surveyed from daily newspapers industry
trade publications and national magazines not more than five
could be classified as negative new york times critic bosley
crowther was the only dissenter among the highly profiled film
critics declaring
the picture is much more tedious than
Brig hams life must have been the lack of screen time on
brighams
polygamy caused him to conclude that its too bad that brigham
young had to be so monog we mean monotonous 45
the film industry trade papers were nearly unanimous in
praising the film citing it as a stirring saga of the mormon people
that has epic sweep and is gripping screen fare46 and one of the
5541
1141
47
really worthwhile pictures of the year 5147
bothnewsweek
both newsweek and time
carried positive reviews and life chose brigham young as its
48
A half hour radio adaptation performed
movie of the week 148a
by tyrone power linda darnell
darneil mary astor and dean jagger
dameli
all of whom flew to new york for the films east coast premiere
was aired nationwide as the season opener for the kate smith

show

49

the commercial success of the film is not easy to determine
because of conflicting box office records and wartime conditions in
europe that restricted film distribution abroad 550 traditionally the
trade paper variety tracks a given film at key theaters for the first
few weeks of its initial run during that time trends are established
and a reasonable estimate can be made of the success of a picture
on the west coast brigham young had an average first weeks
gross but fell considerably during the second week Se attles
opening was deemed very disappointing by variety but
portlands
Port lands reception was very strong san Francis
franciscos
cos earnings
franciscis
Den vers receipts were well above averwere judged fair and denvers
danvers
51
Chi
age 1151
cagos grosses were very low and omahan
omahas average
chicagos
the reception in memphis prompted the paper to say mormon
52 on
the east
leader has more wives than customers in these parts 1151
coast opening engagements earned average returns in boston but
were very low in providence pittsburgh and philadelphia new
york citys
cites box office grosses were average but in baltimore
brigham young received consistent day and night trade pointing
1151
53
to a most satisfying figure 1153
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subsequent published references to the box office take for
bigham young have reflected the disappointing trend suggested
igham
brigham
bi
14 yet
by the first two weeks of variety
maynard
vai
val getys
ietys initial reports 54
smith who wrote a 1953 dissertation on the films of
oflamartrotti
lamar trotti
claimed to have had access to twentieth century fox financial
records no longer available at the studio and reported that the total
box office returns from bi
brigham
bigham
igham young exceeded four million
dollars 55 this figure would indicate that the movie was a better
than average success for the studio
while the national and regional press including editorials in
the salt lake city papers were predominantly enthusiastic about
bigham young president grant worried about the reactions of
igham
brigham
bi
the general church membership truman young a san francisco
attorney and a great grandson of brigham young voiced a general
criticism of many in the church
1

it is a sympathetic and entertaining film if not an epic Howe
verj
however
verd
brigham young is characterized as altogether too vacillating in the
screen portrait he may have had some doubt of his ability as the
perfect leader but he felt called to aid his people first in saving their
lives and then in finding a peaceful haven for settlement 56

in the film for example when asked if his decision to leave nauvoo
was a revelation Brig
brighams
hams reply in the affirmative contradicts his
discussion with mary ann minutes earlier when he complained to
her that when he asked the lord if he was to be head of the church
the lord didnt say anything 57 in another scene when the
mormons
mormans are packing up to leave nauvoo mary ann utters a
monnons
prayer complaining that this is an awful thing hes asking us to do
and right now in his heart hes not half as sure as he makes out to
be 58 in yet another scene when duncans subversive efforts get
the best of him brigham confesses to his wife sometimes I1
wonder if im being punished for saying the lord told me to take
charge 59 despite such scripted dialogue however the visual
images throughout the film and the favorable linking of joseph
smith to brigham young convey the impression that brigham is
unquestionably josephs successor see frame enlargements
at the october 1940 general conference of the church
president grant responded to what he felt was the prevailing
criticism
have heard some little criticism of it but we cannot expect the
people who do not know that brigham young was in very deed the
representative of god upon the earth who do not know of his
wonderful character to tell the story as we would tell it there is
nothing in the picture that reflects in any way against our people it
is a very marvelous and wonderful thing considering how people
1I
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generally have treated us and what they thought of us of course
there are many things that are not strictly correct and that is
announced in the picture itself it is of course a picture and we could
not hope that they would make a picture at their expense running into
a couple of million dollars to be just as we would like it 60
HEBER J GRANT AND MORMONISM IN THE THIRTIES

president grant of course had agreed to the now criticized
brigham young vacillations during the various stages of script
development that he did so is revealing about the nature of the man
who led the church for twenty seven years and who attempted
largely successfully to build bridges between the broader
american and the mormon cultures heber J grant succeeded to
the presidency of the church in 1918 upon the death of joseph F
smith at that time the church was experiencing the changes that
came with the new century its culture and more recently the
difficulties in obtaining a senatorial seat for reed smoot in the
transform
forin
words of frank W fox president grants task was to trans
the mormon church from a small sect cloistered away in the rocky
mountains to a national and eventually international religious
movement with a universal message this transformation would
be effected by the churchs
churche coming to terms with the united states
politically socially culturally to some degree and above all
spiritually it had to reconcile its own sense of mission with the
existing sense of national purpose to the end that it might become
a working force in american life 61 by the 1930s this transformation had largely been accomplished with results that thomas
alexander characterizes as nothing less than miraculous
mormons were now working together in social and community
cormons
non partisan government
betterment causes such as prohibition nonpartisan
the development of parks and a multitude of other social and
1962
62
cultural causes 5962
the church security plan or welfare plan as
it became more popularly known provided a great boost to the
mormon image of thrift industry and traditional american values
national magazines reflected this changing attitude in the late
1930s largely to the credit of president grant henry D moyle
reed smoot J reuben clark
oark jr and others whose business and
dark
civic involvements brought the church closer to the american
61
mainstream 63
by the time brigham young was released readers of
americas newspapers and magazines were offered pages of information on the church and its history in addition to the readers
readers
digest condensation of fishers children 0of god the seven million
readers of the american weekly were treated to a twelve part
biography of brigham young 64
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president grants efforts to accommodate the needs of the
film makers is evident in the diplomatic tone of a letter he wrote to
filmmakers
kenneth macgowan in august 1939 before the first draft screenplay was completed
hope we shall not appear to you to be overanxious and we have no
disposition to be oversensitive but we are tremendously concerned
that this picture shall be a true picture and while we are not any of
us playwrights or dramatists or movie technicians we can appreciate the war which must constantly go on in one preparing a picture
61
between the highly dramatic and the sober fact 65
I1

on

similar note john A widtsoe wrote to macgowan we
Widt soe and lamar trotti have worked very carefully on the
widtsoe
script and hope that the suggestions on the copy may be considered
favorably by you however we shall support you in the final
66
decision whatever it may be 1116
very early in the story treatment stages church officials
seemed very flexible in adapting history for the needs of the film
even to the extent of inserting the hole in the rock episode into the
61 president grant
crossing of the plains 67
also quelled potentially
embarrassing moments when george D pyper the eighty year
old sunday school president and historical advisor on the set
intruded once too often with suggestions on historical accuracy
president grant calmed studio executives saying dont pay too
much attention to that brother weve got to have box office in this
68
picture 1161
the picture of brigham young as a man uncertain about his
calling was evidently part of the idea of the film from the beginning
in connection with a suit lodged against twentieth century fox by
eleanor harris a junior writer assigned to work with bromfield on
the story the credited writer of the film lamar trotti recounted
in his deposition that brigham young was
a

a story of a man an individual who started out to found a religious
community who sought the help of god to do so and who didnt find
the physical answer to his prayer but who said that he had done so and
on the strength of that led his people in to this valley where they
almost starved to death and then he soughtforgiveness
sought forgiveness and finally
monnon people believed to be a
found his people saved by what the mormon
miracle in the form of the sea gulls that came and killed the crickets

that were eating their food 69

louis bromfield in his deposition took credit for the structure
and basic ideas embodied in the final screenplay as filmed
including the basic dramatic idea on which the whole story is
founded that brigham young without consciousness of revelation
or divine assistance assumes control and leadership of his people
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and finally appeals to god when he is defeated and his people are
in danger of death by starvation 70
darryl F zanuck in his deposition confirmed that president
grant for dramatic reasons had approved the fictional characterization of brigham young that had disturbed so many of his church
members
so as a matter of fact president grant of the mormon church when
he saw the film and as to this particular line in the characterization of
brigham young said that while it was not true to the life of brigham
young however it seemed to him it was essential to the situation
which brigham young knew and while it was not true he felt that it
was a thing that was dramatically essential and so the mormon
church permitted us to keep it in the picture
the whole issue of whether the film was true or not in their
minds in the minds of the mormon church was based upon
one rather illuminating quality in his character in other words
bromfield created the approach and the basic idea of the whole film
was built around the character of the man who consciously misleads
his people leading them to believe he is constantly in touch and he
knows he knows all the time that he is not in touch with god but at
the finish when everything is lost and he faces failure he appeals once
more to god and god answers his appeal and the theme being that
all the time he was actually in touch with god although he didnt
know it
that was the big side of the whole film and that made the
picture 71

the question of the films

truth and the attitude of church
officials toward historical accuracy help us to understand the forces
that finally formed and developed the story as presented to the
wemer noted at the films release that the film either
public M R werner
monnon history such as the expulsion
telescoped key events in mormon
from nauvoo or clearly fabricated episodes brigham young at
the time of the cricket infestation and arrival of the seagulls was in
council bluffs not in the salt lake valley as portrayed in the film
gold was not discovered in california in 1846 as the film main12
apparently president grant and
tained but two years later 72
other church officials working with twentieth century fox were
satisfied as long as a positive image of the church emerged through
the fiction
BRIGHAM YOUNG AND WORLD AFFAIRS

seen in the context of the late 1930s the image of the
mormons as a persecuted people was a timely parallel to the
mormans
monnons
persecution of the jews in europe particularly in Hit
hitlers
hillers
lers
germany
gennany
Gen
nany the creative artists directly and indirectly responsible
dennany
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story line of brigham young were each in one way or
for the storyline
another not only acutely aware of the persecutions abroad but
vocal if not active in favoring some kind of involvement by the
united states in alleviating those conditions just prior to coxs
foxs
purchase of the screen rights to children of god vardis fisher
wrote a lengthy letter to his literary agent encouraging her to
approach zanuck on his behalf for the job as technical advisor on
the film
dont believe

any other person is more familiar with the essential
monnon history and especially with the spirit of it than I1 am
facts of mormon
above all 1I should wish to point out to mr zanuck the remarkable
opportunity not only to portray one of the most dramatic chapters in
american history but also and more importantly to make the
portrayal implicitly an antidote to the increasing spread of fascism
and antisemitism
anti semitism in this nation practically everyone who has
written of mormonism has in my opinion missed the spirit of the
centuryY
movement above all else that movement was an almost bentin
centin
ties my
human libel
iong struggle torinda
long
refuge jor
liberties
longstruggle
and buman
to find a refugefoi
tofinda
for conscience andhuniall
novel is the only book that has made that the theme and driving force
of the movement As one actively interested in the committee for
anti semitism in this country I1
united action against fascism and antisemitism
am deeply interested also in the opportunity to make of the mormon
motion picture a powerful even though implicit agent in the defense
of human liberties in this nation
the theology was only the
raison detre of that struggle
1I

fisher concluded the letter by offering to be employed in an
anonymous capacity not because primarily of the money or
because 1I have any ambitions toward hollywood but because 1I am
vitally interested in the threat to human liberties in the world today
and should like to see the mormon story produced in a way to make
it an implicit voice against persecution and reaction 73
louis bromfield who had a lifelong interest in the
1114
74
mormons
monnone
monnons
cormons
Mon
mons 1174
was similarly concerned with the conditions of
Mor nons
fascism in and out of the united states whether or not bromfield
has political aspirations few americans have been more active in
the anti fascist cause wrote an anonymous author for the 1944
edition of current biography bromfield was on the executive
board of the emergency committee to save the jewish people of
europe and a sponsor of the american committee for the protec
krotec
tion of the foreign bom speaking of fascism bromfield said that
it cuts across all nations we have plenty of fascist minded people
right here in the united states the kind who think the fascist
nazis would put the poor people in their place and protect my
property and investments 1 I75 even eleanor harris whose story
prophets of empire had initially set zanucks mind in motion on
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the eventual brigham young project referred to world conditions
in an early memo on her story with our eyes on todays headlines
nothing could be more topical than the story of the persecuted
whose only
people who left their country because they must
guide was hope
and who in the midst of desolation built a
1116
76 ellipses in original
triumphant empire
empire76
darryl F zanuck was no stranger to topical stories that
appealed to the public in his first story conference for brigham
young he compared what he had in mind to two earlier films
the covered wagon a pioneer epic made in 1923 by paramount
and the house of rothschild one of
ofzanucks
zanucks first productions at
twentieth century pictures released with great success at the
box office in 1934 the house of rothschild dealt with the perse
cautions
cutions in europe of the famous jewish banking family veteran
wamer brothers played the
actor george arliss borrowed from warner
lead role of nathan rothschild screenwriter nunnally johnson
semitic
antisemitic
wrote a hateful tirade against jews for the part of the anti
Le drantz played by boris karloff arliss as nathan
rabble rouser lebrantz
ledrantz
rothschild in return delivered a stinging denunciation as the high
point of the film at the time the house of rothschild was in
production hitler had come to power in germany in his book on
zanuck leonard mosely writes
from a purely commercial point of view it was a controversial movie
to be making at this time but if joe schenck and the bookers at
united artists were apprehensive about this zanuck on the contrary was stimulated by the prevailing conditions and felt that here
was a page one film if there was one its story brought bang up to date
zanuck believed that the
by the happenings in nazi germany
controversial aspects of it would attract rather than repel movie
goers 77

zanuck was right the house of rothschild was the biggest hit of
companys
comp
anys brief existence
the new companas
in his instructions to executive producer kenneth macgowan
in the first story conference on brigham young zanuck established
the connection between the house ofrothschild
of rothschild and his mormon
saga with one eye on history and the other on contemporary events
introduce your characters and the cause to which they are pledged
they have just finished the building of their tabernacle then show
the start of the persecution and the pogroms paralleling the
situation in house of rothschild and what is happening abroad
today

1178
1171
78

under the skilled pen of coxs
foxs top scriptwriter lamar
trotti 79 brigham young was furnished with a courtroom
scene similar to the dramatic scene in the house of rothschild
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denouncing intolerance this time religious rather than purely
racial the courtroom scene is the highlight of the film and is
followed by the assassination of joseph smith in the final script
wing
ning
brigham young is introduced to the viewer in his stirring
stin
fing ten
stif
mormons
monnons in a scene which includes flashminute defense of the mormans
backs of his first meeting with joseph smith his concluding
close up with joseph smith
statement to the jury is a dramatic closeup
visible over his shoulder
now gentlemen im not asking you to believe a single thing joseph
smith said but I1 do ask you let him believe it let me believe it if
we want to your forefathers and mine came to this country in the first
place for one great reason to escape persecution for their beliefs
and to build a free country where everybody might worship god as
he pleased thats what brought the puritans to massachusetts the
ots to south carolina the
quakers to pennsylvania the huguenots
Huguen
catholics to maryland and when theyd found what they were after
they fought a war to hold onto it and they drew up one of the noblest
documents ever written the constitution of the united states to
govern free men and the very first words they put on that piece of
paper guarantees to every man the right to worship god as he
pleases and prohibits congress or anybody else from ever doing
just
smithjust
anything to take away that right you cant convict joseph smith
because he happens to believe something you dont believe you
cant go against everything your fathers fought and died for and if
you do your names not joseph smiths will go down in history as
traitors theyll stink in the records and be a shameful thing on the
children 80
tongues of your children80

Brig hams
the popular press did not miss the implications of brighams
speech nor that the message of the film was a very contemporary
one religious liberty with the US constitution as its backer
is made a serious and coherent theme in the films motivation
wrote a california reviewer 81 philip K scheuer writing in the
a11 this happened but a
losangeles
akil
los angeles times commented that aall
aliajll
century ago yet many of us pausing to take stock at the close of
brigham young may well find ourselves asking can such things
I
this 1 82
have been did we do thist
chist
the motion picture news a
publication of the womens university club of los angeles
concluded in their review of brigham young it is difficult for us
mormons
Mormons were persecuted in missouri and
to believe that they cormons
illinois with the savage bigotry of present day nazism but such
was the case 83
the widely received message of tolerance and the courtroom scene that explicitly made the point also reflected contemporary social and judicial attitudes the trial scene developed and
written by trotti was wholly fictional and meant to send its
message in a minimum of time which is the essence of any
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Tr
dramatic presentation yet grottis
ottis and zanucks brigham
trottis
young argued a defense that would not have been appropriate in the
1840s the federal constitutional guarantee of free exercise of
religion was a legally recognized concept in the late 1930s but not
in the 1840s
comparing the fictionalized trial of joseph smith as por
brayed
trayed in the film to the actual trial of josephs alleged assassins in
1845 adds insight to the actual legal arguments of the time
cormons
according to dallin H oaks and marvin S hill both mormons
and gentiles in hancock county contended in court primarily over
higher law and popular sovereignty and not the first amendment and its religious guarantees
the murders

and trial at carthage exposed some basic issues that
monnon and non mormon in hancock county in its own
divided mormon
way each group was committed to the written laws of state and
nation yet each paid allegiance to another law they deemed higher
mormons
Mormons higher law was the revelathan these the source of the cormons
tions of god its spokesman was their prophet but with source and
mormans feared
mormons
antl monnons
spokesman vested in the same individual the anti
mormans also appealed to a higher law
mormons
antl monnons
a potential tyranny the anti
but its sources were diffuse and its spokesmen many their sources
were the bible reason and individual conscience reliance on god
mormons had to
As a minority in the state the cormons
but also nature
respond to the will of the majority subject only to the limited and
remote guarantees of the written constitution in their case those
guarantees proved insufficient to preserve either their prerogatives as
14
the elected majority or their rights as a participating majority 84

federal constitutional guarantees were remote in states in the
1840s because first amendment guarantees of religious freedom
were not then binding upon the states and were interpreted as a
protection from the possibility that the federal government would
establish a national religion the fourteenth amendment originally ratified in 1868 extended to states the limitations imposed
on the federal government by the bill of rights among which
81
but it was not until the
were freedom of religion and of assembly 85
mid 1930s under the new deal that the supreme court began
ruling in favor of protecting minority individuals and organizations
religious or otherwise against the power of the state
the timeliness of the message of brigham young particularly
where contemporary court decisions were concerned was discussed in a review in the new york mirror
and incidentally to all those officials of various towns who have
Jehova hs witnesses
been chasing out that fantastic sect known as jehovahs
this department particularly recommends brigham youngs defense
speech at joseph smiths trial for treason its the kind of americanism that some of us are sometimes inclined to forget
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between the time early in 1938 when brigham young began
serious story development and the eve of its premiere in salt lake
city in late august 1940 war had been declared on germany by
france and britain germany had invaded the netherlands and
france had fallen bombs were falling nightly on london even as
audiences in salt lake city new york and los angeles queued
up to see zanucks saga about brigham young
would brigham young have been produced if world conditions had not been what they were in the late 1930s perhaps the
story was inherently dramatic and was certainly qualified in terms
of sweep and spectacle yet the matter of polygamy seemed to be
an insuperable obstacle even to zanuck until he was convinced
that another element the theme of religious or racial tolerance
outweighed the liabilities zanucks attraction to the theme of
tolerance in a world where its rarity made headlines combined
with his interventionist posture 87 provided fertile social soil from
which brigham young emerged to be favorably received by its
viewers
the modem message of brigham young then addressed
current concerns and anxieties about intolerance and persecution
to president grant and his 700000 latter day saints tolerance
under scoring particularly
and acceptance were themes that needed underscoring
in the theaters that had only a few years before projected the
unfavorable stereotyped images of nineteenth century polygamy
by dedicated continuous involvement in the drafting and production of the film and through wise compromises president grant and
other church leaders did much to insure the eventual success of
brigham young in its positive portrayal of the churchs
churche early
history with that objective having been accomplished it was a
relieved heber J grant who declared after the preview showing of
brigham young in salt lake city this is one of the greatest days
of my life
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